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Born: November 24, 1632, Amsterdam 

Died: February 21, 1677, The Hague 

 

Abstract: 

Spinoza’s philosophy radically changed the framework of western thought during 

modernity, and had huge consequences for its development from the 17th century 

onwards. Drawing on different traditions of thought, he created a system of philosophy 

which challenged the views of his contemporary readers in almost every domain. From 

his metaphysics to his epistemology, from his account of morals to his political theory, 

from his method of interpreting Scripture, to the method of exposition that he employed 

in his main work—namely, the Ethics Demonstrated in Geometrical Order (1677)—, there is 

not a single aspect of Spinoza’s philosophy which has not been thoroughly examined and 

discussed. Yet, Spinoza’s theses and arguments continue to influence philosophical 

debates. Spinoza’s so called substance monism, his identification of God with nature, his 

strict necessitarianism, his unique account of the mind-body relationship and of human 

affects, his passionate defence of religious freedom and of freedom of thought are still a 

source of inspiration for many thinkers and the focus of several studies, not necessarily 

related to the limited domain of the historiography of philosophy. 

 

Biography: 



Baruch Spinoza was born on November 24, 1632 in Amsterdam, from a Jewish family, 

which emigrated from Vidigueira, in Portugal, to the more tolerant Dutch Republic. His 

father, Michael, ran a mercantile activity in Amsterdam. In 1639 Baruch commenced 

school at the local Sephardi Jewish community, recently reunited under the guidance of a 

unique congregation, called Talmud Torah, where he distinguished himself as an excellent 

student. Ten years later, in 1649, after the death of his elder brother Isaac, Baruch was 

directly involved in the management of his father’s firm, and by 1652 he had left the 

rabbinic school. He then attended a school of classical Latin studies, recently opened in 

Amsterdam by Franciscus van den Enden, an erudite former Jesuit, doctor, and 

philosopher with a humanist background and radical political views, who would later be 

hanged in Paris, on November 27, 1674 after having conspired against the king of France 

Louis XIV. It is likely during this period that Spinoza first approached the texts of 

Machiavelli, Bacon, Hobbes, and, most importantly, Descartes. On March 28, 1654 

Michael Spinoza died, leaving behind a considerable amount of debts. In March 1656, 

before having reached the legal age, Baruch requested to be put under legal custody as a 

minor and orphan (Baruch’s mother, Hanna Debora, had already died in 1638), and, on 

March 23, his estate was separated from his father’s bankrupt one. More or less at the 

same time, the Mahamad of the Amsterdam Portuguese-Jewish congregation started to 

examine Baruch’s case to proceed with his expulsion from the Jewish community, which 

eventually occurred on July 27 of the same year—the formal reasons for this ban, or 

excommunication (herem, in Hebrew), being apparently due to Spinoza’s “evil opinion and 

acts,” “abominable heresies which he practiced and taught,” and “monstrous deeds.” Yet, 

the actual motives that may have led to such an upshot are still much debated by historians. 

Little is known about Spinoza’s life during the first few years after his 

excommunication. First he started to write a small treatise concerning the goals and the 

right method of philosophizing, entitled Tractatus de intellectus emendatione (Treatise on the 

Emendation of the Intellect), a text he left unfinished and that was later included in his Opera 

Posthuma. He then compiled the Korte verhandeling van God, de mensch, en deszelfs welstand (Short 

Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being), the first complete writing where Spinoza’s main 

theses are exposed in a systematic and discursive way. It remained unpublished and 



relatively unknown before the discovery of two non-autographed Dutch manuscripts 

(probably translations of a lost original) in the second half of the nineteenth century. In 

the meantime, Spinoza ceased his father’s commercial activity and began a profession of 

his own, as a lens polisher—a job that he kept doing until his death and that earned him 

a certain reputation. In 1661 he moved to Rijnsburg, near Leiden. During the summer of 

1661 Spinoza met with Henry Oldenburg, Secretary of the Royal Society of London, with 

whom he started a long and fruitful exchange of letters, and through whom he was able 

to read and express his opinions on Robert Boyle’s Certain Physiological Essays (1661). In 

1663, under request of his friends, Spinoza consented to publish a manual on Cartesian 

philosophy he was currently dictating to a student of his. The result consisted in a volume 

containing two separate texts, respectively entitled Renati Des Cartes Principiorum Philosophiæ 

(Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy) and Cogitata Metaphysica (Metaphysical Thoughts), where 

Spinoza first exposes parts of Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy in geometric order, and then 

discusses some traditional topics according to a Cartesian perspective. It remained the 

only book Spinoza published under his name during his lifetime. In the same year, Spinoza 

moved to Voorburg, near The Hague, where he remained for less than ten years. There 

he had the opportunity to acquaint himself with Christiaan Huygens, who admired 

Spinoza’s skills as a lens grinder. During these years Spinoza focused on developing his 

two masterpieces: the Tractatus theologico-politicus (Theological-Political Treatise) and the Ethica 

Ordine Geometrico demonstrata (Ethics demonstrated in Geometric Order). 

Spinoza eventually moved to The Hague between the end of 1696 and 1671. In 1670, 

in Amsterdam, the Tractatus theologico-politicus was published anonymously, bearing neither 

the author’s name, nor the name of the editor or the city. Despite these precautions, the 

authorship of the text was soon attributed to Spinoza, and its content did not fail to raise 

a great deal of controversy and scandal all over Europe. Spinoza’s theories concerning the 

right method of interpreting Scripture, the identity of God and nature, and his denial of 

the existence of miracles seemed unacceptable to the great majority of contemporary 

readers, prompting the redaction of numerous confutations throughout the following 

years. In 1671 Spinoza had to intervene in person, to halt the publication of a Dutch 

translation of the Treatise, fearing a possible condemnation of the text in the Dutch 



Republic. In February 1673, on behalf of the Elector of Palatine, Spinoza was offered a 

chair in philosophy at the University of Heidelberg, provided he did not abuse his freedom 

of philosophizing to perturb the publicly established religion; one month later, Spinoza 

politely refused the offer, justifying himself by claiming that he did not know within which 

limits his freedom of philosophizing had to be constrained, in order not to disturb the 

local religious customs and rules. On July 19, 1674 the Theological-Political Treatise was 

eventually condemned by the Dutch Courts, along with Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan (whose 

Dutch and Latin translations were respectively published in 1667 and 1668) and a treatise 

concerning the right method of interpreting Scripture written by Spinoza’s friend 

Lodewijk Meyer, entitled Philosophia Sacræ Scripturæ interpres (1666). The following year 

Spinoza went on a trip to Amsterdam, to arrange the publication of his Ethics; however, 

Spinoza states in his correspondence that rumours and slanders regarding the allegedly 

atheist nature of this text spread out even before it went to press, meaning that he 

eventually decided not publish it. In the last few years of his life he started to write the 

Tractatus politicus (Political Treatise), which remained unfinished. 

On February 21, 1677, in his rented room at The Hague, Baruch Spinoza died of 

respiratory problems, resulting perhaps from a form of tuberculosis, as reported by several 

sources, possibly aggravated by the massive amount of glass powder inhaled while grinding 

lenses. He left his manuscripts to his friends, who took care to publish them in the same 

year in a comprehensive Latin edition—the Opera Posthuma—, which includes the Ethica, 

the unfinished Tractatus Politicus and Tractaus de intellectus emendatione, part of Spinoza’s 

correspondence, and an unfinished Compendium Grammatices Linguæ Hebraeæ (Compendium 

on Hebrew Grammar). A Dutch translation (the Nagelate Schriften) quickly followed. Both the 

Latin and the Dutch editions were published anonymously, except for the letters “B. d. 

S.” imprinted on the frontispieces, denoting the author. 

 

Heritage and rupture with the tradition: 

Although Spinoza systematically avoids appealing to authority in his texts—with external 

sources and authors being rarely mentioned—, his terminology includes concepts and 

categories drawn from both the theological and scholastic traditions, on the one hand, and 



from the “new science” and the Cartesian philosophical language, on the other hand. 

However, Spinoza often provides those same traditional notions with new meanings, more 

coherent with his overall philosophical understanding. Considering, moreover, the scarcity 

of information in our possession concerning Spinoza’s life, it follows that it is arduous, if 

not impossible, to precisely identify all the sources to which Spinoza had direct or indirect 

access, and assess how they variously contributed to the development of Spinoza’s 

thought. 

The Jewish philosophical and theological tradition of thought unquestionably played 

an important role in Spinoza’s formation, beginning with his teacher at the Talmudic 

school, Menasseh ben Israel (1604–1657). The influence of Moses Maimonides (1138–

1204) and Hasdai Crescas (ca. 1340–ca. 1410) on Spinoza’s thought is undeniable too, and 

attested by direct references and quotations. Spinoza makes no explicit mention, instead, 

of Jewish neo-Platonic philosopher Judah Abrabanel (also known as Leone Ebreo, ca. 

1465–after 1521), even though he owned a copy of his famous work Dialoghi di amore 

(Dialogues of Love, 1535). Another possible Jewish source worth mentioning is Joseph 

Solomon Delmedigo (1591–1655), who was student of Galileo Galilei in Padua and a 

friend of Spinoza’s teacher Menasseh ben Israel. Beside this, Spinoza was also well trained 

in classical literature, and was acquainted with the major ancient philosophical currents. 

He directly read Aristotle’s writings, as he owned an edition of Aristotle’s complete works. 

His philosophy often seems to echo Stoic themes and, as a matter of fact, Spinoza owned 

several writings of Stoic thinkers, such as Epictetus and Seneca. Like the Stoics, Spinoza 

conceives of a unique universe thoroughly governed by a necessary network of causal 

connections, and he identifies the best life in that of an individual capable of becoming 

aware of the causal network and of acting in accordance with it. Unlike the Stoics, 

however, Spinoza firmly rejects any finalism in nature. 

Spinoza only mentions Francis Bacon (1561–1626) a few times in his letters, but he 

possessed some of his writings. To which extent Spinoza was influenced by Bacon’s 

natural philosophy is uncertain and still understudied. Spinoza also read Thomas Hobbes 

(1588–1679), whose reflections on politics, anthropology, physics and method certainly 

were of some inspiration to Spinoza. Huge differences separate their respective 



philosophies, though, the most notable of which rests in Spinoza’s preference for a 

democratic political system, regarded as the best and most rational form of civil 

organization. Moreover, Spinoza studied Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) and held him 

in high regard, but the actual ways in which Machiavelli’s analyses may have affected 

Spinoza’s political thought are not sufficiently clear. Spinoza’s innovative reading of 

Scripture as a secular text certainly drew some inspiration from Ibn Ezra’s (ca. 1092–ca. 

1167) biblical commentaries, as well as from the arguments put forth by Isaac La Peyrère 

(1594–1676) in his Præ-Adamitæ (1655), which Spinoza had in his library. The real impact 

that the political ideas of Franciscus van den Enden (1602–1674) may have had on his 

pupil Spinoza is still debated by historians. In addition to this, it has been proven that 

Spinoza was familiar with the thought of neo-scholastics, such as Franco Burgersdijk 

(1590–1635) and Bartholomeus Keckermann (ca. 1572–1609), and with the rising 

Cartesianism defended, among the others, by Adriaan Heereboord (1613–1661) and 

Johannes Clauberg (1622–1665). Conversely, nothing conclusive can be said about Czech 

physician Johannes Marcus Marci (1595–1667), sometimes regarded as a precursor of 

some aspects of Spinoza’s psychological theory. Spinoza’s thought also seems to recall 

some features of Giordano Bruno’s overall system (1548–1600), although there is no 

evidence that Spinoza ever had any contact with the Italian philosopher’s texts or 

doctrines. In particular, they have been associated because of their pantheist and 

pananimist view of the universe, conceived of as eternal, infinite, and substantially 

homogeneous. The philosophy of Arnold Geulincx (1624–1669) and the heretical theses 

of Uriel da Costa (ca. 1583–1640) are other possible sources, whose influence on Spinoza 

has yet to be verified. 

The most important source of Spinoza’s intellectual development is Descartes. Spinoza 

had several editions of Descartes’ works in his library, and all of his philosophy—

excluding his political and exegetical theories—clearly shows that he thoroughly studied 

Descartes and pondered over his theories. Spinoza’s writing on Descartes’ Principles of 

Philosophy testifies to the level of expertise and familiarity he had with Descartes’ system. 

There he infers the main theses of Descartes’ metaphysics and physics following the 

geometric order—a deductive structure consisting of definitions, axioms, and theorems 



(or propositions). The appendix to the treatise, called Metaphysical Thoughts, is a survey of 

topics in epistemology, metaphysics, and theology, which Spinoza treats and discusses 

along the lines of Descartes’ philosophical principles. In this regard, Lodewijk Meyer’s 

prefatory note to the text advises us about Spinoza’s actual position, while he was acting 

as a Cartesian teacher and expositor: “Though he judges that some of the doctrines are 

true, and admits that he has added some of his own, nevertheless there are many that he 

rejects as false, and concerning which he holds a quite different opinion” (Spinoza 1985, 

p. 229). Indeed, despite Descartes’ enormous contribution, Spinoza’s philosophy cannot 

be reduced to a form of Cartesianism. In his most representative work, the Ethics, Spinoza 

makes use of a Cartesian conceptual framework, only to overturn Descartes’ main 

conclusions concerning metaphysics and epistemology. Extension and thought, which 

Descartes conceived of as separate substances, are regarded by Spinoza as different 

attributes of a unique substance, God. God is understood by Spinoza as the immanent 

cause of the existence of each thing—whereas, for Descartes, God is the external, or 

transitive cause of the existence of both the extended and the thinking substances—, and 

is finally identified by Spinoza with the infinite whole of nature. Spinoza rejects the 

Cartesian distinction between intellect and will, and staunchly denies the existence of any 

free will. As a consequence, Descartes’ theory of error, which is based on that distinction 

and on the existence of a faculty of free will, is completely abandoned by Spinoza. 

Spinoza’s theory of error is grounded on the passivity and partiality of the human mind, 

conceived of as a finite part of God’s infinite intellect: “if it is—as it seems at first—of the 

nature of a thinking being to form true, or adequate, thoughts, it is certain that inadequate 

ideas arise in us only from the fact that we are a part of a thinking being, of which some 

thoughts wholly constitute our mind, while others do so only in part” (Spinoza 1985, p. 

33). Spinoza seems to agree with the basic tenets of Descartes’ physics, although 

differences can be envisaged between the two—notably, with regard to the peculiar 

treatment Spinoza makes of the concept of conatus, which he broadly conceives of as the 

striving of a thing to preserve in its being and which is one and the same as the essence of 

the thing itself. Spinoza explicitly criticises Descartes’ doctrine of mind-body interaction. 

He claims in fact that no causal interaction can ever occur between modes of extension 



and modes of thought, and rejects Descartes’ theory of a mediation of substances through 

the movements of the pineal gland as a “hypothesis more occult than any occult quality” 

(Spinoza 1985, p. 596). Finally, it is also worth noting that Descartes, at the end of his 

Replies to the Second Set of Objections to the Meditations, already delivered an example of 

deduction of the first principles of his metaphysics (namely, the existence of God and the 

distinction between the soul and the body) in geometric order. However, the massive 

employment that Spinoza makes of the geometric order of demonstration in his 

writings—used to cover topics in the metaphysical and epistemological domains, as well 

as in the domain of morals and in the analysis of human affects—simply has no equal in 

the history of philosophy. 

 

Innovative and original aspects: 

In his unfinished Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, Spinoza states the reasons that led 

him to devote his life to philosophy: “I resolved at last to try to find out whether there 

was anything which would be the true good, capable of communicating itself, and which 

alone would affect the mind, all others being rejected—whether there was something 

which, once found and acquired, would continuously give me the greatest joy, to eternity” 

(Spinoza 1985, p. 7). The eminently ethical goal of Spinoza’s speculations, consisting in 

the attainment of the highest human good, both individually and socially, characterises the 

whole of Spinoza’s philosophical production. Spinoza identifies our highest good in 

knowing God, and in the intuitive knowledge we may have of things as they are eternally 

comprehended in God. This knowledge, Spinoza writes in the Fifth Part of his Ethics, 

causes the greatest satisfaction of the mind and an eternal, intellectual love towards God. 

On the political domain, Spinoza identifies the best civil order in a state that grants all its 

members the best means to achieve their good—that is to say, that the best state is that 

which best grants its citizens mutual safety and full freedom to philosophize. 

The metaphysical core of Spinoza’s philosophy rests in the use he makes of the concept 

of substance. Spinoza demonstrates that there is only one substance, infinite, uncreated 

and eternal. Such substance is God, which, in the First Part of the Ethics, Spinoza defines 

as “a being absolutely infinite, i.e., a substance consisting of an infinity of attributes, of 



which each one expresses an eternal and infinite essence” (Spinoza 1985, p. 409). It follows 

that any aspect of nature must be regarded as a modification of a unique, infinite, and 

eternally existing substance, that is, God. As Spinoza puts it, “whatever is, is in God, and 

nothing can be or be conceived without God” (Spinoza 1985, p. 420). Thought and 

extension are counted by Spinoza among the infinite attributes of God. All corporeal 

things are therefore modifications of God expressed under its attribute of extension. 

Similarly, any spiritual being, or any mental act in general (all of which are commonly called 

by Spinoza by the same term, idea), is to be understood as a modification of God’s attribute 

of thought. Since God is infinitely powerful and capable of infinitely many modifications 

in each of its attributes, Spinoza claims that infinitely many things in infinitely many modes 

follow from the necessity of God’s nature. God is therefore the cause of itself, immanent 

cause of all existing things, and efficient cause of the existence of an infinity of things in 

nature. As Spinoza writes in the Theological-Political Treatise, the universal laws of nature, 

according to which everything is determined to exist and to act in a certain necessary way, 

“are nothing but decrees of God, which follow from the necessity and perfection of the 

divine nature” (Spinoza 2016, p. 154). On the other hand, Spinoza denies the existence of 

final causes operating in nature—a thesis he rejects as fictional. Rather, each of God’s 

modifications is necessarily determined to exist and to act in a certain way by another 

modification of the same attribute, which in turn has been caused to exist by another, and 

so on, to infinity. This entails the existence of an infinite and eternal causal network 

connecting each thing, in each of God’s attributes. Although, as Spinoza maintains, no 

causal interaction can ever occur between modes of different attributes—that is, no body 

can modify an idea and, vice versa, no idea can modify a body—, the order and connexion 

of the ideas in God’s attribute of thought perfectly corresponds with the order and 

connection of things in the other attributes. “Therefore,” Spinoza writes in the Second 

Part of the Ethics, “whether we conceive nature under the attribute of extension, or under 

the attribute of thought, or under any other attribute, we shall find one and the same order, 

or one and the same connection of causes, i.e., that the same things follow one another” 

(Spinoza 1985, p. 451). In Spinoza’s account, the human body is a finite modification 

existing in God’s attribute of extension; accordingly, the relevant human mind is identified 



with the idea corresponding to that body in God’s thought—hence, Spinoza says, the 

human mind is a finite part of God’s infinite intellect. Therefore, everything that occurs 

to the body, Spinoza argues, must also correspond to an idea in the mind and must be 

perceived by it. The fact that an individual is aware of the series of modifications that 

affect her body, however, does not imply that she also adequately knows these things. 

When a human perceives the traces left on her body by external objects, and regards these 

traces as if they were the objects themselves, that individual is said to imagine. Moreover, 

as long as an individual is only conscious of her appetites and actions through the ideas of 

her affections, and remains ignorant about the causes that necessarily determine her to 

exist and act in a certain way, that individual is inclined to falsely think of herself as free. 

Such an individual is instead utterly passive, since in her case the external causes act upon 

her and determine her, without her being aware of them. The access to reason and 

adequate knowledge, Spinoza argues, is provided by common notions. Common notions 

grasp eternal and necessary truths, common to all bodies, or common to the human body 

and other bodies by which the human body is affected. Above imagination and reason, 

Spinoza adds a third kind of knowledge, which he regards as the highest and calls “intuitive 

knowledge” (scientia intuitiva, in Latin): “this kind of knowledge,” Spinoza writes, “proceeds 

from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate 

knowledge of the essence of things” (Spinoza 1985, p. 478). 

In the Third Part of the Ethics, Spinoza affirms he wants to consider human passions, 

actions, and appetites as natural phenomena, which arise in human beings with the same 

necessity and according to the same causal laws that rule any event in nature. “I shall 

consider human actions and appetites,” Spinoza claims, “just as if it were a question of 

lines, planes, and bodies” (Spinoza 1985, p. 492). On these grounds, Spinoza founds his 

geometry of human affects by building on a few principles common to all things. The first 

and most fundamental principle is that each thing strives to persevere in its being. This 

striving (conatus, in Spinoza’s Latin terminology), constitutes the actual essence of the 

thing. In human beings, it corresponds with their appetite—that is, what is consciously 

perceived by humans as their “desire,” or is called “will” when referred to their mind alone. 

From one’s appetite, all actions and reactions to external stimuli necessarily follow, aiming 



to the preservation of the self, according to one’s powers and capabilities. Along with her 

desire, the most basic affects of an individual are joy and sadness. Joy is the affect 

connected to the preservation and augmentation of an individual’s power of thinking and 

acting. Conversely, sadness is the affect perceived when a decrease in one’s power of 

thinking and acting occurs. When joy or sadness are accompanied by the idea of their 

external cause, either love or hate towards the external object arise. By her affects of love 

and hate a human is necessarily led to seek and take care for anything that might affect her 

with joy, and to avoid and possibly eliminate everything that might be the cause of her 

sadness or do her harm. From these few basic affects, all the others follow, even the most 

complex, allowing Spinoza to explain the whole of human behaviour according to natural 

causal principles. Coherently, Spinoza contends that a thing is called either good or evil 

only to the extent to which it affects an individual with joy or sadness, that is, insofar as a 

thing is either useful or harmful to one’s self-preservation. The most fundamental norm 

of reason is, therefore, to look for what is useful for one’s self-preservation and joy: “since 

reason demands nothing contrary to nature,” Spinoza writes in the Fourth Part of the 

Ethics, “it demands that everyone loves himself, seek his own advantage, what is really 

useful to him, want what will really lead man to a greater perfection, and absolutely, that 

everyone should strive to preserve his own being as far as he can. This, indeed, is as 

necessarily true as that the whole is greater than its part” (Spinoza 1985, p. 555). In this 

sense, Spinoza says, human virtue is identical with one’s power to preserve her being. 

Hence, virtue is a good to be sought for its own sake and, according to Spinoza, is 

essentially linked to one’s ability to employ her reason and adequately know things. 

Spinoza maintains in fact that “we know nothing to be certainly good or evil, except what 

really leads to understanding or what can prevent us from understanding” (Spinoza 1985, 

p. 559). Since the greatest object of knowledge is God, our highest good and the greatest 

virtue of our mind rests in our capability of understanding God. This knowledge of God, 

Spinoza affirms, is the same knowledge we may have of natural things by intuition, that 

is, by the third kind of knowledge. In the Fifth Part of the Ethics, Spinoza calls “intellectual 

love towards God” the joy that arises in humans from the highest form of knowledge. 



The intellectual love of God, Spinoza argues, is as eternal as its object, and is a part of the 

infinite and eternal love by which God loves himself. 

Spinoza identifies right and power. “Whatever each man does according to the laws of 

his nature,” he writes in his Political Treatise, “he does with the supreme right of nature. He 

has as much right over nature as he has power” (Spinoza 2016, p. 508). It follows that in 

a state of nature everyone is allowed everything, except for what is against her appetite, or 

beyond her reach. The right of nature, therefore, does not prevent conflicts, hatreds, 

deceits and everything a human could be led to by blindly following her desire. According 

to Spinoza, in fact, human beings, insofar as they are led by their passions, have different 

and possibly conflicting natures. When, however, they act according to reason, they 

necessarily aim to what is useful to the preservation of their common human nature and 

are most useful to each other. Hence, rational individuals acknowledge the usefulness of 

living in an organized society, and accept the laws of the state, not by fear of being 

punished, but by free reasoning. A multitude organized around a common rule, and “led 

as if by one mind,” Spinoza writes, has as much right as power. “This right, which is 

defined by the power of a multitude, is usually called Sovereignty. Whoever, by common 

agreement, has responsibility for public affairs—that is, the rights of making, interpreting, 

and repealing laws, fortifying cities, and making decisions about war and peace, etc.—has 

this right absolutely” (Spinoza 2016, p. 514). The presence of a common established rule, 

and of an authority capable of implementing it, gives birth to social moral values, such as 

those of sin and injustice—which, outside an organized social and political context, would 

make, thus, no sense. In the Theological-Political Treatise, Spinoza defines democracy as “the 

most natural state, and the one which approached most nearly the freedom nature 

concedes to everyone” (Spinoza 1985, p. 289). However, Spinoza’s political analyses 

concern all kinds of state. Just like any other thing in nature, also a state strives to preserve 

itself, and shall therefore permit nothing that can harm it or lead to its destruction. Since 

the end and reason of being of all civil organizations is grounded on their capability of 

preserving peace and safety for their citizens, a state which harms its citizens is basically 

acting against its nature and against reason, and ceases to be a state. In particular, no state 

can deny its citizens their right to think without constraints, reason freely, and judge 



concerning anything. “The end of the Republic,” Spinoza concludes, “is not to change 

men from rational beings into beasts or automata, but to enable their minds and bodies 

to perform their functions safely, to enable them to use their reason freely, and not to 

clash with one another in hatred, anger or deception, or deal inequitably with one another. 

So the end of the Republic is really freedom” (Spinoza 2016, p. 346). 

The freedom to philosophize is also the focus of Spinoza’s considerations about 

revealed religion and the original meaning of Scripture. Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise 

aims explicitly “to separate faith from philosophy” (Spinoza 2016, p. 264). Spinoza 

critically examines the Scripture, considering the historical context in which it was written, 

and concludes that its teaching (as well as all teachings of prophetic nature) only concerns 

the formal conditions of the obedience towards God, in which faith effectively consists. 

The word revealed in the Testaments, Spinoza contends, does not imply any scientific 

knowledge of the facts of nature. “Who does not see,” Spinoza writes, “that each 

Testament is nothing but a training in obedience, and that neither Testament has any other 

aim than that men should obey from a true heart?” (Spinoza 2016, p. 264). There is, 

however, a universally valid law that can be drawn from Scripture, which also agrees with 

what sound reasoning teaches, and which prescribes us to love our neighbour as ourselves. 

No true religious faith, therefore, constrains anyone from freely philosophizing, as long as 

one attends to this tenet alone. “Faith,” Spinoza concludes, “grants everyone the greatest 

freedom to philosophize, so that without wickedness he can think whatever he wishes 

about anything” (Spinoza 2016, p. 271). 

 

Impact and legacy: 

Except for a circle of enthusiast friends and admirers, the first reactions to Spinoza’s 

philosophy were mostly negative. As a matter of fact, the appearance of Spinoza’s writings 

on the European scene provoked scandal and concern. Summing up a common opinion 

of his times, in his Various Thoughts on the Occasion of a Comet (1682) Pierre Bayle referred to 

Spinoza as “the greatest atheist there ever was.” In the long article Bayle devoted to 

Spinoza in his Dictionnaire historique et critique (1697)—where he defined Spinoza as a 

“systematic atheist”—he also acknowledged the fact that, by then, “Spinozism” had 



become a common label, used to address any apparent case of impudent atheism. Yet, the 

same article also greatly contributed to depicting the enduring image of Spinoza as an 

example of a “virtuous atheist”—that is, a thinker whose ideas are dangerous for any 

established religion, but whose behaviours appear nonetheless beyond reproach. 

Several expositions, discussions and, above all, refutations of Spinoza’s philosophy 

were written and began to circulate soon after the publications of his major works, the 

Theological-Political Treatise and the Opera Posthuma. To provide a complete list of them is an 

almost impossible task. Among those who first reacted to Spinoza, Bayle mentions Jean-

Baptiste Stouppe, author of La religion des Hollandois (1673), and Johannes Bredenburg, 

who wrote a refutation entitled Enervatio Tractatus theologico-politici (1675). Bredenburg’s case 

is interesting, for it seems that, while he was working on his refutation, he was eventually 

convinced by Spinoza’s arguments and became an advocate of Spinozism himself. In a 

similar way, Henri de Boulainvilliers’ attempt at refuting (appeared in 1731) was mainly 

read as the proof of a conversion to Spinozism, and his writings on Spinozism became 

seminal for the later diffusion of Spinoza’s thought in pre-revolutionary France. One of 

the first refutations of Spinoza’s Ethics was written by Henry More. His Confutatio was 

published in 1679, in his Opera Omnia, and was translated into Dutch in 1687 by Frans 

Kuyper. In 1676, Kuyper himself wrote a refutation of Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise. 

Cartesian philosophers immediately distanced themselves from Spinoza’s theses, as they 

had to defend themselves from intellectuals accusing Cartesianism of being the cradle of 

Spinozism. For instance, Pierre-Daniel Huet wrote various influential texts between 1679 

and 1690, where he attacked with equal strength both Spinozism and Cartesianism. 

Christoph Wittich, Cartesian philosopher in the Dutch Republic, provided a thorough 

critical analysis of the Ethics, published in 1690 with the unambiguous title Anti-Spinoza 

sive Examen Ethices Benedicti de Spinoza. In 1696, the French Cartesian François Lamy 

published his own confutation of Spinoza, entitled Le nouvel atheisme renversé, which 

included a French translation of the First Part of Spinoza’s Ethics. In 1704, Pierre-Sylvain 

Régis also refuted Spinoza from a Cartesian point of view, in a text entitled L’Usage de la 

raison et de la foi. On the other hand, Samuel Clarke saw the defence of Newtonian 

philosophy and the rebuttal of Spinoza as connected goals. In A Demonstration of the Being 



and Attributes of God (1705), he attacked Spinoza, addressing him as “the most celebrated 

patron of atheism in our time.” At the same time, he was engaged in a controversy over 

the nature of motion and matter with John Toland, who, in his Letters to Serena (1704), 

criticised the poverty of Spinoza’s arguments concerning physics. Toland did not seem, 

however, to reject Spinoza’s main metaphysical principles. A particularly successful anti-

Spinozist treatise was written in the Dutch language by Bernard Nieuwentijt in 1715. His 

writing was soon translated into English, with the title The Religious Philosopher (1718), as 

well as into French and German. The Scottish thinker Andrew Michael Ramsay wrote a 

refutation of Spinozism, published in 1748 with the title The Philosophical Principles of Natural 

and Revealed Religion, which is likely to have inspired David Hume’s own criticism of 

Spinoza’s philosophy. In A Treatise of Human Nature (1739), Hume first accuses Spinoza 

of atheism and then accuses all those who maintained the doctrine of the immateriality, 

simplicity, and indivisibility of the thinking substance of being Spinozists—hence, of being 

atheists. This clearly demonstrates the extent to which the accusation of Spinozism, most 

of the time used as an equivalent of professing atheism, was to be taken seriously, at least 

until the second half of the 18th century. Among those who had to explicitly defend 

themselves from such accusation, we can list, for instance, John Locke and Nicolas 

Malebranche. Towards the end of the 18th century, however, Spinoza’s philosophy began 

to raise a great deal of interest in Germany, giving rise to the philosophical controversies 

commonly known as Atheismusstreit and Pantheismusstreit. Spinoza’s philosophy was widely 

debated, and partially rehabilitated, following discussions which involved various 

authoritative intellectual figures, such as Gotthold E. Lessing, Friedrich H. Jacobi, Moses 

Mendelsshon, Johann G. Fichte, Friedrich Schelling, and G. W. F. Hegel. Among the most 

important readers of Spinoza one should also count Gottfried W. Leibniz, who heard 

about him as a philosopher and a lens polisher before 1670. He had the opportunity to 

exchange letters with him and met him in 1676. He read Spinoza’s Theological-Political 

Treatise and the Opera Posthuma, carefully commentating on the first part of the Ethics. 

Leibniz expressed outrage over Spinoza’s theses, but recognised in him an exceptionally 

acute adversary. The connection between the development of Leibniz’s philosophy and 

his reception of Spinoza is currently at the centre of interesting studies. 
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